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Abstract





A committed and competent workforce is critical for effective child protection services to serve the most vulnerable children and families. However, concerns about being unable to hold experience in this sector is reflected in research internationally and many studies have produced evidence of individual and organizational factors that contribute to retention and turnover in this demanding area of social work (McFadden, et al., 2014). Despite research evidence of the challenges associated with this job (Dnika et al., 2015), there is also evidence to suggest that workers find their role rewarding and child protection social workers experience job satisfaction, personal accomplishment and feel they make a valuable contribution to peoples’ lives (Ellett, 2009, Nordick, 2002; McFadden, 2015).  It is also found that resilience has a part to play, in relation to individual resilience and how this can be developed by factors and processes within organizations, that can moderate pathways to burnout (McFadden, et al., 2017; McFadden et al., 2018). Therefore, it must be noted that the concepts of burnout and resilience are not dichotomous, with a direct pathway to leaving and staying.  There are many reasons why individuals stay including ‘continuance commitment’ whereby the advantages of staying versus cost of leaving influence the decision (Meyer & Allen 1991).  In addition to continuance commitment, Meyer & Allen, (1991) proposed two further reasons why individuals stay in organizations despite thoughts of leaving.  These are affective commitment (emotional commitment to the organization connected to identity) and normative commitment (feeling obliged to stay).  So ‘leaving’ and ‘staying’ are complex decisions and therefore staff turnover and retention are also complex.  For example, there are examples of job strain and job satisfaction co-existing (Stalker et al., 2007) and people leaving for career development and positive reasons (McFadden, 2013).  Furthermore, Strolin-Goltzman et al., (2008) argues that low turnover doesn’t necessarily mean a healthy organization but not having job alternatives might be the reason that staff stay.   Weaver et al., (2007) makes the distinction between ‘really leaving’ and ‘intending to leave’ and report that it is attitudes to job conditions that make people feel like leaving.  Burns (2011) also found that workers who entered child protection as a ‘stepping stone’ ended up ‘career converts’ intending to remain in the job and this was found to be related to positive peer and supervisory relationships.  

Nevertheless, social workers are faced with competing challenges in their attempt to assess and intervene in complex high risk situations (Duffy et al., 2006). “Best Interests” of children and young people can be compromised by difficulties faced in recruiting and retaining competent staff (De Panfillis & Zlontik, 2008; Landsman, 2008; Gibbs, 2009; Hansung & Stoner, 2008). Turnover rates can result in staff shortages and high caseloads or waiting lists which ultimately impair the organizations and individual worker’s ability to perform critical case management functions.  This paper captures the results of research with front line child protection practitioners in Northern Ireland and provides new insights into the significance of occupational relationships and the centrality of the social work manager role as well as team camaraderie, in helping workers to remain at work despite the inherent pressures.

Context of Resilience
There is interest in the conceptualisation of “resilience” in fields such as psychology, mental health and social work (Van Breda, 2001) and across cultures and contexts. Resilience research focuses on how children, young people and families successfully cope with adversity across a range of social and economic contexts (Ungar 2008, 2013). The ‘resilience’ concept has been applied to the child protection workforce due to concerns about how staff cope with the demands and challenges of this job and the concerns about workforce turnover (Russ et al., 2009).  

McMurray et al. (2008) reported that social workers struggle with the meaning of the resilience construct, referring it to it as a personality trait and some described resilience as the ability to cope with most of life’s challenges.  This highlights a common definitional concern with differing views on whether resilience is a process rather than an individual characteristic.  Kinman & Grant (2011) define resilience as a protective factor that contributes to stress management whilst Collins (2007) argues that it is both personality trait and adaptive ability.  Ungar (2008) argues that we should not make assumptions about resilience.  What might be a protective factor to one person does not apply to all.  Likewise, Adamson et al., (2014), argues that protective factors are not universal across child protection social workers.  One might feel resilient in one adverse situation and not in another and this can change over time and context.  Furthermore, it is life challenges and adversity that builds and tests resilience (Rutter, 1987).  The literature, therefore, takes a wide and complex view of the application of resilience with diverse and conflicting perspectives.   

The benefits of social support relate to service recipients as well as work based relationships.  Recognition from co-workers and managers is experienced as a positive social reward with feelings associated with job satisfaction (Stalker, 2007).  Jordan’s (2006) model of relational resilience has an application to this discussion.  This is based on relational cultural theory which contends that all psychological growth is relationship based, requiring an ability to connect with others.  According to Jordan (2006) this connectedness must be mutual and reciprocal which leads to feelings of empowerment which then promotes feelings of courage and safety, grounded in the knowledge of social support. The relationship dimension of resilience is confirmed by Kinman & Grant (2011) who found that individuals with highly developed emotional and social competence are more resilient to stress in the social care context. This suggests that such individuals are more likely to have resilience sustained from positive relationships.
Burnout and resilience in child protection social work
Job burnout was developed as an important concept during the 1970s, and it captured something extremely critical about people’s negative experiences of the workplace.  Burnout is defined by Maslach & Jackson (1986:1) as 
“A syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment that can occur among individuals who do ‘‘people work’’ of some kind. . . . Burnout can lead to deterioration in the quality of care or service provided.” 

Burnout can occur in any occupational group, however, child protection workers are particularly at risk due to working conditions, excessive paperwork, long working hours, little opportunity for advancement, and overly bureaucratic structures (Anderson, 2000; Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006; Regehr, et al., 2004; Tham, 2009).  In the United Kingdom, pressures on the child protection workforce followed the death of Baby Peter Connolly in 2008, when an upsurge of referrals and children placed on the child protection register was experienced (Parton, 2011). Following this tragedy, the government commissioned a review of child protection in England (Munro, 2011). Amongst recommendations by Munro (2011) there was a clear argument for a systems approach to be applied to serious case reviews with acknowledgement of the pressures on front line social workers.  

Previous studies have examined pressure on social workers relating to burnout (Gibson et al., 1989, Anderson, 2000) and ‘desire to leave’ (Hansung & Stoner, 2008) tend to focus on those workers still continue to work however, important information may be lost if one does not include those who have left (Schaufelli et al., 2001). Although not all social workers experiencing burnout want to leave or actually leave the job (Ellett, 2001, Ellett et al., 2007 Stalker et al., 2007), giving voice to ‘leavers’ and the meaning they apply to their experiences has provided important insights to our understanding of burnout. 

A systematic review of studies on child protection resilience and burnout across 65 studies confirmed the importance of peer and manager supports to enhance worker resilience and staff retention.  Manager support in particular had a major role in supporting staff to remain on the job (McFadden, 2014).  The importance of relationships was also found to be a predictor of resilience by Blum (1998) and the perceived presence of a supportive social network was found to enhance a person’s capacity to deal with life’s challenges (Heatherton & Nichols, 1994).  Issues related to stress at work can also impact on relationships at home and this paper will capture the essence of this indirect consequence.

Method
This paper reports on thematic qualitative research using hermeneutic phenomenology theory to interpret the content of semi-structured interviews with child protection social workers and their reflections of meaning on the realities of the job.  Phenomenology is not only a description, but it is also seen as an interpretive process in which the researcher makes an interpretation and “mediates” between different meanings in relation to the rich lived experiences of data subjects (Van Manen, 1990:26).  This approach is used in an attempt to get beneath the ‘subjective experience’ to find the true meanings for the individual as perceived by them through their own lived experience.  The challenge in phenomenology is being able to describe what is presented without being obstructed by pre-conceptions or theoretical bias.  A distinction between ‘appearance’ and ‘essence’ similarly requires consideration.  For example, interpretation between what is understood and the grounded experience and meaning for participants (Van Manen, 1990:184).  The aim of using this approach was to gain true meaning and insights into the lived experience of social workers who reported feeling resilient in their child protection role or, conversely, to understand what an experience of burnout meant to them in this context.  





In Northern Ireland five Health and Social Care (HSC) Trusts deliver the vast majority of Statutory (government led) publicly-funded health and social care services, including child protection social work services, to the population of approximately two million people (Taylor, 1999). Gateway Teams provide a single point of referral and initial assessment for child protection concerns in each locality. Family Intervention and Support teams in each HSC Trust provide supportive services to families and protective services to children on a longer term basis. In addition to gathering data from social workers in each of these Statutory sectors, data was gathered from one specialist Voluntary sector organization which provides a child protection service related to therapeutic work.  The range of perspectives from all three work areas were not used for comparative purposes but they did give a robust understanding of individual meaning that emerged into a superordinate theme based on the importance of co-worker and manager relationships.  

Data Collection and Analysis
Data was collected through employer organizations within 5 the Health and Social Care Trusts in Northern Ireland and a voluntary sector organization, making this a regional study.  The researcher visited child protection teams across all participating organizations in the pre-data collection phase in order to raise awareness about the study, respond to questions and encourage participation.  

A total of 30 social workers were interviewed, including ‘Leavers’ (n = 15) who had left this type of employment, and ‘Stayers’ (n = 15) who continued to work.  Semi-structured face to face interviews were conducted with social workers who were still in post and those who left for both positive and negative reasons.   The study used non-probability snowball sampling to recruit the Leavers, who were those who had left this work for any reason, whether positive or negative. ‘Word of mouth’ and ‘forwarding email’ was encouraged by social workers who knew about the study so they could pass on an ‘invitation to participate’ in this research.  Stayers were employed in child protection social work at the time of data collection and were at all stages in their career from newly qualified to more than 11 years’ experience and were recruited by invitations through managers by email. Participation did not have to be reported to managers.  Given the sensitive nature of the topic, interviews were deemed more appropriate than focus groups for data gathering. Interviews were conducted until data saturation was achieved.

The researcher conducted all interviews and data analysis.  As a former social worker, this required self-awareness about potential bias in interpreting data.  Laverty (2004:6) refers to ‘bracketing’ or suspending one’s own judgement to avoid bias. To resolve any issues, content was shared with interviewees at the end of interviews, digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim, analysed and coded using Nvivo 9 (2010) for recurring themes.  Parent ‘nodes’ and ‘daughter’ nodes represented superordinate and subordinate themes.  The robustness of data interpretation was enhanced using a reflective journal and supervisory reflections on content analysis.  A process of reading transcripts, reflecting on participants lived experience including the use of direct language in transcriptions enhanced the essence of individual meaning.  This informed interpretation in a ‘hermeneutic cycle’ mode, whereby the participant and the researcher worked together in a co-construction of data during the interview process (Laverty, 2004:16).  All interviews were included in the analysis and care was taken to ensure that no ‘taken for granted’ attitude was applied to the interpretation process (Kafle, 2011:187).  Cases that confirmed or undermined the superordinate theme thus were included in the analysis.
The interviews all had a common content which included: introductions and ethical considerations; a reflection of length of time and experience; motivation to leave or stay; career “highs” or “lows”; resilience or burnout experiences; contributing factors and coping; possible solutions; impact of job on personal life and wellbeing; and professional role efficacy. Relationships were not an overt question in interviews, however, this became a dominant theme throughout all interviews.  Subordinate themes leading from the relationship trajectory will also be discussed. 

Ethical Approval
The study was granted ethical approval through the Office of Research Ethics Committee NI (Application No 10/NIR03/23). Ethical and governance approval was also granted by Ulster University and each participating organization.  The study results were presented at formal events across participating organizations and Northern Ireland Social Care Council and an ‘easy read’ executive summary was shared by email to each participating organization for dissemination purposes.  The main ethical issue was anonymity of participants which ensured individuals felt they could answer questions honestly and avoid social desirability bias or non-participation. However, this issue also meant the potential inability to respond to poor practice or issues that might impact on service users.  Participant information covered the ethical and practice issues explicitly sign-posting individuals to supports available such as confidential counselling or employee assistant programmes.  A protocol was agreed on how to address ethical concerns that may have been shared during qualitative interviews.  All interviews acknowledge such issues in the contracting phase at the start of each interview.  All names used in the current paper are fictitious to protect anonymity of participants and employers are also anonymised.  

Stayer Description
The gender of Stayers in the sample were 2 male and 13 female.  Experience ranged from 3 months’ to 11 years.  The average amount of experience for this group was approximately 4.5 years.  Collectively, this group of social workers have 68.5 years’ experience working in child protection social work.  Out of the 15 Stayers the majority were working in Family Intervention and only 1 worker was a member of the Gateway team.  Two thirds had only ever worked in Family Intervention and one fifth had worked in a variety of Gateway and Family Intervention and the voluntary sector.  None had worked in an area of social work outside of child protection since graduating.  Two were senior practitioners, two were AYE (Assessment Year in Employment, newly graduated social workers) and the remainder were basic grade staff (NISCC, 2014).
Leaver Description
Within this sample of social workers interviewed, there were 2 males and 13 females.  Almost half the sample worked in foster care, one worked in residential children’s social work, one worked in a family centre and one was about to leave to go to an Adoption post.  Two thirds had left the child protection role due to stress.  Two interviewees left to take management positions and three left to work in the voluntary sector child protection.  Of those who went to the voluntary sector, all of them had left statutory child protection social work to do so. The level of statutory child protection experience in the sample ranges from 6 months’ to 18 years. The average length of experience was 9 years and two thirds of the sample had more than 5 years’ experience in child protection. The majority of participants began their career in child protection across a range of areas including Family Support, Gateway, residential social work, Education Welfare and Court Welfare.  Leavers remained working with children and families in a range of capacities.

Findings
Relationships at work were critically related to worker’s desire to stay or leave and actually leaving.  Stayer participants mostly expressed a real “love” for the job they do and meaningfulness about the important role of social work.  However, they also expressed sadness at not being allowed to do the job they were trained to do because of workload pressures, structural demands and paperwork.  Leavers had unanimously wanted to leave due to the pressures of the job, even when positive relationships were present. This paper will focus on the relationship dimension of resilience and burnout experienced by those interviewed and how relationships create the context for positive or negative workplace experiences that impacts on social worker’s desire to stay or leave. The findings are discussed in themes that are common to leaver and stayer views. In this paper, headings that are ‘common’ refer to both leaver and stayer experiences.  The superordinate theme is co-worker and manager relationships and the subordinate themes are teamwork, supervision, organizational culture and climate and excessive bureaucracy. The themes begin with ‘positive manager experience’ which seems to impact on staff retention, camaraderie, positive early career experiences and service user impact. 


Common Positive Manager and Supervisory Experience from Leavers and Stayers
The majority of Leavers and Stayers felt that relationships with their line manager, when positive and supportive, tended to sustain them in the job. They felt this supported their levels of resilience to cope with the pressures of the role.  Managers were reported to have an important role in the development of resilience of staff or added to feelings of burnout.  The absence of positive relationships at work with managers contributed to more than half of Leavers exiting the job.

The majority of Stayers had a positive manager experience and used the term ‘attachment’ to describe this relationship.  If the manager showed commitment and were caring towards staff, this was viewed as important for sustaining workers through stressful events. Supportive supervision was critical to Leavers and Stayers.  One third of Stayers said that supervision helped them to develop competence in their practice, especially with very difficult cases. If supervision included positive feedback and being recognised for strengths this was important for professional efficacy.  

Efficacy was reported to be related to good quality supervision.  Also, managers that plays to the strengths of the workers said to have a lasting impact:

“Well, I think regular supervision that isn’t put off or interrupted….I feel that my manager plays very much to my strengths and is able to identify what my strengths are as opposed to giving me cases because they’re there, he’ll try and develop what your weaknesses are at the same time.  (Stayer: Julie, Family Support worker, 3.5 years’ experience).


Stayers Views on Impact of Staff Retention on Teams
All Stayer social workers felt that being part of a good team, had sustained them.  The importance of feeling that colleagues and managers are understanding of work pressures, as well as willing to give guidance and practical support in crises, was perceived as critical.  

Settled and consistent teams meant that there was a range of experience and existing relationships between colleagues that were supportive and helped to nurture team cohesion, efficacy and professional esteem.  Retaining experience in teams also meant that more experienced staff were better able to nurture and support newly qualified staff. 

“I think if it hadn’t been for the team support I would have been away a long time ago cos the work is very, very stressful.  And you need something to keep you here and it has just been the team. They have given me confidence in my practice and I am learning from very skilled and experienced staff.”  (Stayer: Janet, Family Intervention, same team since qualifying.  5 years’ experience).


Common Negative Leaver and Stayer Manager Experiences
Poor leadership and an unavailable manager was described as ‘dangerous’.  This was particularly concerning for newly qualified staff, Katrina, an agency worker working for 2 years since qualifying in Family Intervention who spoke of her lack of confidence in her manager. She described him as burnt out and unsupportive, giving her inadequate direction in a high risk child protection case.  

“I actually went over his head because I felt the risk was too high – I can’t not be given direction here”. (Stayer: Katrina, 2 years’ in Family Intervention Team since qualifying).

A Leaver interviewed stated that there was poor or limited management support or supervision in her first year of practice.  This had a consequence for the team which became unstable with high levels of absenteeism, use of agency staff and vacant posts.

“There were a lot of difficulties with managers going off on maternity leave and then not getting someone to replace them…We had someone who was acting up…I was supposed to be getting fortnightly supervision, which I didn’t get.  I think in the first seven months’ I had one supervision session…..”  (Leaver: Fionnuala, 4 years’ experience in Gateway) 

The impact of staff turnover in the team is described by Cora:  

“Well because a lot of them are new workers coming in and this is their first experience of a team. The manager is always either in court or busy…And some of them are coming in and not lasting a week ….” (Leaver: Cora is 5 years in Family Support) 

Stayers views of staff turnover on teams
Almost a third of the Stayers voiced concern about staff turnover resulting in a concerning level of inexperience this sector.  A fifth of Stayers interviewed were experienced staff that talked about their unwillingness to support junior staff.  This was due to a reluctance to invest in new relationships that were unlikely to last, due to the volume of workers leaving and joining the team.  Rachael became ill with physical exhaustion and felt that this was due to the volume of work being managed within an inexperienced team.  Rachael stated, “Even the agency staff were leaving”.  When she went off sick the team was down to one member of staff, who subsequently left child protection social work:

“I was just so physically exhausted, emotionally wrecked. I think they were down to one permanent member of staff - and at that time the senior had gone off sick too...”    (Stayer: Rachael, Family Support worker 6.5 years qualified).

Not all social workers perceive turnover as an issue.  In stable teams, instances of turnover were observed as “natural” and “healthy”.  Isobel who is 10 years qualified and working in Family Intervention acknowledged turnover, but also observed stability in her team.  Isobel also felt that the movement she observed was not problematic:  

“There have always been changes, every year there may be one or two changes.  But there have always been people around for two, three, four years.  So there is a stability but also movement and that’s okay actually.”   (Stayer: Isobel, 10 years qualified working in Family Support).

The experienced staff, such as Isobel, nurtured and supported junior staff which created a level of team stability and cohesiveness that sustained the overall team performance.
Stayer views on impact of turnover on service users
Charmaine talked about how the volume of work was not ‘doable’ and felt that if more staff were in place the job there would be more time to do quality social work.  She was also concerned about how turnover impacted on service users and described how they were angry about this:

“I have so many service users that are quite angry, not because they’re losing me as a social worker, it’s not me personally, it’s because they constantly have to change social worker…”  (Stayer: Charmaine, Family Intervention, 6 months’ experience).

Patricia talked about staff who seem to have lost empathy for service users and how this can add to levels of risk in child protection. 
“…..you know firstly by families ringing, y ‘know, and their feelings about the social worker.  They begin to not care.  And you know I’ve taken cases from someone who was definitely burnt out and what the family are saying that social services are crap….And that’s when families and children are put at risk, when no relationship is developed with the family.” (Stayer: Patricia, Family Support, 2 years’ experience).

The views expressed by Patricia are highlighting the service user impact of staff who are disengaging from the social work role and possibly losing empathy.  This is a possible burnout observation related to a reduction in the capacity for empathy (Maslach et al., 1986) which has been repeated in various guises in this study. 

Views from leavers on ‘leaving’ despite good team cohesion
Three Leaver interviewees reflected on good team experiences and camaraderie.  This, nonetheless, was not enough to keep them in this area of social work.  Vonda describes how team support helped her to sustain her own resilience and build her professional esteem, although the stress of the job is what made her leave in the end:

“I would say that team members were the most valuable source of support for me but I had to get out in the end as I couldn’t cope with the stress anymore.” (Leaver: Vonda worked in Family Intervention 1.5 years)

Supportive colleagues were cited as a source of resilience and camaraderie for these workers and having this team support reduced the potential for isolation in this occupation.  

“Y’know if colleagues don’t have time to listen to what is going on for you and you to listen to what is going on for them I think you would become very, very isolated…..And it’s a dangerous job to do if you’re isolated…..” (Leaver: Susan child protection for 5 years).

Leaver early career experiences
A third of the Leaver subjects stated that they knew at the early stage of their career that they could not stay in child protection.  John felt sick coming into work and had concerns that something could go badly wrong within his caseload.  This was due to his lack of child protection experience and the lack of line manager guidance

“…with no support it’s going to be ten times worse and the potential for me to make a mistake and a child to be injured or die as result weighed very heavily on me.  So much so that I wasn’t sleeping an’ that I felt sick coming into work every day.”  (Leaver: John worked in Gateway for 6 months).

Early career experiences of manager and team support was reflected upon by Stayers and Leavers and this impacted on how they felt, particularly whether they wanted to stay or leave.    

Leavers views on Impact on family relationships
Almost a third of Leavers felt the job had impacted on their family life, particularly their quality time with their own children.  This was expressed as regret and frustration at not being available as a matter of routine on days off (due to excessive paperwork) and guilt at not containing the job in working hours.  Christine talked about this dilemma:

“…and then when you look at your own children and you’re not always there for them…..if you’re late coming home, the child minders – coming picking children up from child minding (Leaver: Christine worked in Family and Child Care for 9 years).

Dolores talked about how her husband had been really worried about her before she took time off to recover from what she thinks was burnout:

“My husband says to me – “you can’t go to work, look at the state of you!”  I can I just remember phoning in that morning and saying “look I can’t come in; I can’t actually get out of the house and go into the car”.  That’s how bad it was, I couldn’t actually – I remember shaking and sitting at the door thinking “I have to go in; I have to go to work” but I couldn’t”  (Dolores worked for 6 years in Family Intervention and now works in Fostering).

The examples given by both Leaver and Stayer social workers had the same theme.  Excessive workload that spilled into the weekend and evenings which then impacted on their personal and family life.  All agreed this would not be sustainable long term and contributed to their desire to leave and actually leaving.

Discussion
The paper has provided insight into the voices of Leavers and Stayers and their understanding and self-reflections on what has sustained them, compromised them or made them leave the role of child protection social worker.  It is harrowing to listen to and to read some of the accounts told by practitioners about their experiences and to view the dedication and commitment of this workforce to the protection of children.  However, although we are somewhat closer to understanding child protection worker’s experiences, the paper reinforces the variation of experiences for both leavers and stayers. We do know, that manager and peer support was found to be of critical importance to both leavers and stayers and the reliance on positive supervision and supportive relationships were key to feeling more resilient for child protection social workers.  These findings whilst arising from a Northern Ireland context confirm findings from other ‘leaver and stayer’ studies. For example, Yankeelov, et al., (2009) found that ‘leavers and stayers’ had similar experiences of the job apart from stayers reporting a strong attachment to supervisors.  This suggests that child protection systems elsewhere might benefit by strengthening relationships between those who are managing and those who are delivering front line services. 





A limitation of the study is the self-reported nature of the interview content and the potential for individual subjective bias. Also there is a risk of negative experiences being the main motivator to participate in the study which has the potential to skew the findings and thus the direction of the research. The author anticipated these issues and the study design and participant information literature was developed to emphasise resilience and positive coping as well as the potential for burnout and job exit. Furthermore, the sample frame included those who left for positive reasons in an attempt to give balance to the overall findings. The gender ratio for front line social workers in this study is majority female.   Although this ratio is representative of the social work workforce statistics in Northern Ireland (NISCC, 2014:20), one must consider this a limitation.  Further research is required on the male and female differences or similarities in their experiences of child protection work.  Quality issues relating to this type of research need to be stated.   Van Manen (1997:196), highlights issues relating to ‘orientation, strength, richness and depth’ as the main quality concerns.  ‘Orientation’ is related to the researcher getting involved in the world of the participants and how this may influence and alter meaning as applied to their stories.  Strength relates to whether the interpretation is convincing and uncovers ‘rich’ and aesthetic meaning as applied by participants and depth describes whether the research uncovers deeper meaning relating to participants lived experience.  While these risks require careful consideration, the process of reflection and analysis during data collection and analysis, was helpful in managing the interpretation of what was being shared during interviews.

Conclusion
The emphasis for support for front line staff and their managers, who are responsible for supervision and supporting social workers in this challenging role, has to be a priority area for employers.  They need to recognise the organizational context, workload pressures, structural demands and how supervision quality can impact on worker well-being and service quality.  The interconnectivity of positive manager and peer relationships are highlighted in this paper. Social worker’s voices have articulated the impact of either positive or negative manager experiences, team stability, cohesion and support and how all of this can have a direct and indirect impact on their ‘on the job’ experiences, service quality and potentially, service user experience. This is particularly critical when experienced staff leave, and services users are repeatedly exposed to new social workers. It is imperative that the findings help to increase our understanding of these important issues and inform decision makers, so that policy can refocus on the relationships and working conditions that can sustain and nurture front line child protection services and the vulnerable children who are users of these services.   
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